Learning and inclusion in the Early Years by Blamires, M. et al.
Learning and Inclusion in the Early Years

Mike Blamires, Faculty of Education, Canterbury Christ Church University, England 
email: Mike.Blamires@canterbury.ac.uk (​mailto:Mike.Blamires@canterbury.ac.uk​)

Collin Estrada, Ministry Of Education, Youth and Sports, Belize

Abstract
This paper considers inclusion in the early years from the perspective of a social model of learning articulated by Wenger (1998). This model is used to highlight key areas of teaching and learning in the early years that enhance participation and achievement. Implications for change in early years settings are considered alongside some priorities for professional development.

Definitions of Learning
Confusions over the nature of learning can create competing agendas for schools and communities in relation to education. Traditional views of education find learning unproblematic especially in early years settings where the superficial agenda is about maths and literacy alongside the development of the behaviours necessary to comply with the teaching methods employed in the classroom. There is a general acceptance that children should be safe and enjoy school but less agreement on how children can learn the skills needed to be safe or to relish the challenges they will encounter in school.

These skills are less tangible than the academic skills that are listed in curriculum documents and schemes of work but it could be argued that they are central to, not only school success, but becoming a successful citizen who can support themselves in the community and world of work.  Goleman (1995) referred to these skills as emotional intelligence implying a fixed quotient that one 'had got' or 'had not' which is contrary to educational endeavour.  Other evidence informed considerations (eg Behaviour for Learning, 2003-2010 and the English Behaviour and Attendance Strategy (Hallam et al, 2006 ]) refer to social and emotional aspects of learning (SEALs) or social and emotional/behavioural skills (SEBs) which can be learnt and may require teaching. They include social and emotional self awareness as a prerequisite for the application of social skills. This knowledge may be developed as a result of a secure relationship with a carer but may need to be reinforced by educators in the early years.
.
More recently, the term 'soft skills' has been applied to the requirements for teachers working collaboratively in schools alongside other adults and professionals eg (Potter et al 2002)  Different but related soft skills may be relevant to children learning together as much as they are to adults educating together.

Wenger (1998) has proposed a four component model of learning derived from studies of work based learning that also has relevance to learning in classrooms and early years settings.



1) Learning as Meaningful Experience
Learning can only make sense for a learner if it takes place in a way that the learner can understand. It is a truism that learning is no more about collecting facts than teaching is about delivering collections of facts in isolation from a meaningful context. Back in the 19th century Herbert Spencer( 1929) was highly critical of teaching that was limited to instruction in techniques rather than engaging with a sufficient range of problems at an appropriate level for the learner to derive principles that they could be applied in other settings,

An instructional approach would focus on breaking the task down into its constituent parts and then apply repetition and generalisation. Whilst these approaches can be important, they will fail if there is no challenge or relevance for the learner. 'Assessment for Learning' approaches as advocated by Black & William (2006) emphasise the role of relating prior learning to the future goals of learning as very much a partnership between learner and teacher. This might be seen as an enhance of  Bruner's (1978) concept of scaffolding in which the learner is provided with the support they need to move on the the next stage of learning and eventually be able to carry out a task independently.  

Followers of Alfred Adler (eg Dinkmeyer, & Dreikurs, 2001 Chew, 2001) stress the importance of appropriate praise and encouragement that recognises and responds to differences in challenge and effort rather than summative judgements of success or failure.

2) Learning as Belonging

Inclusion has often focused on the physical presence and participation of all learners within schools and educational settings. From this perspective, membership of a school community should not be dependant on the skills, knowledge or understanding a child can offer a school. The responsibility is on the schools to make use of the resources available from within and beyond the school in order to educate all the children in their community.

Some schools are under pressure to produce results that are not sympathetic to encouraging all learners to belong to their local school. A school may select children who are 'good bets' in terms of achieving specific results. This can be countered by either ignoring unsympathetic accountability systems or by changing the system to account for the work a school does in enabling the participation and achievement of all learners. Some measures now recognise the range of challenges that different schools face in educating all the children in their communities. This is usually in the form of 'value added' measures that have some base line measure.

Attitudes amongst staff and children need to be positive about the diversity within the school community and the challenge is to combat possible external prejudices and assumptions that marginalise or even threaten community cohesion. It may be that the school has to lead the way in challenging social assumptions and practices that limit the degree to which some children can fully participate and belong to a school. For example by challenging gender stereotypes or perceptions of social status. 

 
3) Learning as Becoming

Learning can transform the lives of individuals and groups. By engaging in activities that define who you aspire to be, you are engaged in an identity project where you change and become someone else. Through these activities, an appropriately qualified graduate can learn to become a teacher, a journalist or dentist. Equally, a child can learn to become a pupil, a member of a classroom, a teenager or a future citizen. This process involves peers, role models, mentors and teachers.


4) Learning as Activity

Learning also requires action to test understanding and this can take make forms. This may be observation, imitation, collaboration or problem solving. It may just involve holding  a pen, mouse or keyboard towards some agreed purpose as well as more physical activity. A limited range of activities to promote learning may create boredom or passivity so that a teacher's creative knowledge of subject pedagogy is of central importance in providing a range of stimulating learning activities.
Definitions of inclusion
The above consideration of learning and its implications for teaching helps us to see that inclusion is more than a set of exhortations to get children who may be perceived to be different or difficult through the door of the school. It is not just about children physically 'being there' but is concerned with all children being able to gain and contribute as full members of the school.

The Index of Inclusion (Booth et al 2002), urged educationalists to be aware of the language games they could become involved in despite their best intentions. It encouraged a positive use of language that accentuated the positive and kept away from the negative. The writers proposed a social model that was a progression away from a medical model of deficit which sought to dwell on what an individual child could or could not do and then 'remediate' them by 'giving them more of what they could not do' or by, ultimately, removing them from the school as they were deemed 'not suitable'. A number of research studies (eg Lewis and Norwich, 2005 Florian  and Black-Hawkins, 2011) demonstrate that there is no specific different pedagogy for meeting special educational needs. It may be that successful education requires a big basket of pedagogies employed by a range of teachers but sharing key principles that apply to all learners.  

Florian and Black-hawkins suggest that these may take the form of eight themes or ‘pillars of inclusion’  (​http:​/​​/​media.education.gov.uk​/​assets​/​files​/​pdf​/​n​/​the pillars of inclusion.pdf​)which are useful for trainees and new teachers to consider in their teaching:
• Inclusive learning environment – sound and light issues, seating, resources, displays, low arousal areas, health and safety
• Multi-sensory approaches, including ICT – when teaching, for pupil recording and to promote security and organisation
• Working with additional adults – consulting pupils about support, planning support, evaluating support
• Managing peer relationships – grouping pupils, managing group work and discussion, developing responsibility
• Adult /pupil communication and language – teachers’ and pupils’ communication, pupil-teacher interaction
• Formative assessment/ assessment for learning – understanding the aims of the lesson, focusing on how pupils learn, giving feedback, understanding assessment criteria, reviewing progress and helping pupils to improve, gathering assessment evidence
• Motivation – understanding the structure of the lesson, relevant and motivating tasks, reward systems
• Memory/ consolidation – recapping, reducing reliance on memory, consolidating learning, independent study/homework

If we recognise that our schools and educational settings are for the children in our community and that all children may encounter difficulties in learning at one time or another and finally, that learning is not a passive process of isolated skill acquisition we can employ these ways of enabling all children to participate and achieve.    

A recognition that challenge and difficulty are central to the learning of all children coupled with sensitive intervention and encouragement ('the teachable moment”) can help to avoid the problems accruing from labelling children as being 'incapable' or 'low ability'. It should be okay to find learning difficult, at times, because that is where some important learning can begin.  
Inclusion and Learning in the early years
Inclusion presents specific challenges in the early years because of the issue of identification which is often conflated with views about labelling. Early identification of a child's enduring difficulties in learning has always been regarded as central to good practice in health, social work and education but in education there has been the concern about labelling a child as failing thus lowering expectations and decreasing opportunities. If it is accepted that most children will find some elements of learning difficult at times then interventions to support and enabling learning become part of everyday classroom practice. It is when a child experiences enduring difficulties in learning and/or participating in the class or the rest of the school, that we have to give due consideration to these difficulties perhaps work with other adults and professionals to find a way forward. The aim is not to stigmatise, separate or segregate the child  but to enable  him or her to make progress. 

In the early years it is important for teachers to be confident about what constitutes typical child development and what factors can aid or inhibit this development. An understanding of social, emotional and cognitive development will aid a teacher in communicating progress to parents and other professionals. This then may avoid problems of parental acceptance later on if the needs of a child are such that they require some form of diagnosis followed by further specialist support, Parental anxiety about their child is easy to understand but, that, this may manifest itself as an initial denial of any difficulty is not always fully appreciated by some teachers. 

In some educational settings it may be that both the child's teacher and the parents have to advocate for the continued participation in the school because the school is itself in denial about its responsibility to educate all the children of the local community.  
Supporting the Process of Change to Enable Inclusion 

Schools tend to rely on routines in order to structure the day and manage their pupils. Equally, expectations develop about patterns of teaching and classroom organisation. Inclusion needs to be seen as an issue of fairness and equality. Chew (1992) has suggested that fairness is not about equal provision. This idea could be easily misconstrued or misapplied to the detriment of those experiencing difficulty in educational settings but Chew is making an important point about inclusion and fairness. Fairness is not about treating all children alike but It is about providing what each child needs in order for them to make progress. This means that schools and educational settings need to have the flexibility to be flexible and, at their heart, they need to willing to acknowledge that education is about enabling future citizens to learn in what form and how they can make their contribution to society. 
 
Knoster, T. (1991) has proposed a model for the management of change in complex organisations which has an appeal for those working in education. It states that successful change is dependent upon the presence of five broad factors ,so that, if any of these five factors are lacking change will not occur.
	If there is no shared vision then the organisation will be confused and work towards different ends. 
	If key skills are not in place, there will be anxiety as staff will not feel that they are equipped to deal with the challenges they anticipate. 
	If the incentives and reasons for change are not spelt out there will be a resistance to change 
	 if the resources that are required are not in place then frustration will develop.

	Finally progress will not be made or recognised unless there is an agreed plan of action. 

This model could be criticised for being top down but it does provide a framework for stakeholders in a process of change to consider how it can be best managed. Change is a process of learning and therefore the social model of learning outlined by Wenger also applies so that staff are engaged in activities that enable them to belong to a school or setting that is inclusive and where there are strengthening their identity as a educator of all children.
Professional Development Needs and Inclusion
The European Agency for Development in Special Needs Education(2012) has researched teacher training needs for inclusion in 25 European countries  and has compiled a draft framework of broad competences that the agency suggests should be addressed in programmes of professional training for all teachers so that they are confident and competent in responding to diversity.

The profile consists of four core values which are then further subdivided into sections with illustrative statements that have been derived from the analysis of data gathered during the project.

These are 
1.	Valuing learner diversity – learner difference is considered as a resource and an asset to education
1.1	Concepts of Inclusive Education
1.2	The teacher view of learner difference
2	Supporting all learners – teachers have high expectations for all learners achievements
2.1	Promoting the academic, social and emotional learning of all learners
2.2	Effective teaching approaches in heterogeneous classes
3	Working with others – collaboration and teamwork are essential approaches for all teachers
3.1	Working with parents and families
3.2	Working with a range of other professionals
4	Continuing professional development – teaching is a learning activity and teachers take responsibility for their lifelong learning 
4.1	Teachers as reflective practitioners
4.2	Initial teacher education as a foundation for ongoing professional learning and development
Supporting Sustainable Inclusion
The main competences have been largely discussed to in previous paragraphs of this article. The final competences focus upon profession development based upon the reflective practitioner model(Schön, 1983) where professional are critical of their practice. This underplays the importance of evidence in informing and challenging practice as noted by Goldacre (2013) and BERA (2013). An ongoing engagement with the evidence for inclusion and teaching in early years settings is vital because it enables professionals to collectively critique their practice in order to enhance the participation and achievement of all learners. Inclusion is a process rather than an event, 
Conclusion
This article has considered the nature of learning, forms of inclusion and their implications for educational settings that seek to increase the participation and achievement of all learners who experience barriers to their education in the early years and beyond.

A social model of learning has been considered that can be applied to the learning of both young children and adults because inclusion can only be sustained if educators are continually engaged in learning about the how children can learn to negotiate the barriers to their education.
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